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Insomnia-characterised by difficulty initiating or maintaining sleep, early morning waking, or non-restorative sleep-is common, as studies show that it affects around one in three adults. Sleep problems have previously been associated with cardiovascular or cerebrovascular events, but results of studies have been inconsistent.
Researchers carried out a meta-analysis of studies investigating associations between self reported insomnia symptoms and cardiovascular events, including acute MI and stroke. They included 15 prospective studies following up a total of 160 867 adults aged over 18 for at least two years. The median follow-up ranged from three to 29.6 years, during which 11 702 adverse events were recorded.
The results, reported in the European Journal of Preventive Cardiology, 1 showed that non-restorative sleep and difficulty in initiating or maintaining sleep were associated with increased risk of future cardiovascular events including incidence of or death due to acute MI, coronary heart disease, heart failure, stroke, or combined events. Early morning waking was not associated with increased risk of adverse events.
People who reported difficulty in initiating sleep had a 27% higher risk of cardiovascular events than those without this problem (pooled relative risk 1.27 (95% confidence interval 1.15 to 1.40)). The risk was 11% higher in adults who reported difficulty in maintaining sleep (1.11 (1.04 to 1.19)) and 18% higher in those who had non-restorative sleep (1.18 (1.05 to 1.33)).
"The underlying mechanisms for these links are not completely understood," said the lead author, Qiao He, of China Medical University in Shenyang, China. "Previous studies have shown that insomnia may change metabolism and endocrine function, increase sympathetic activation, raise blood pressure, and elevate levels of proinflammatory and inflammatory cytokines-all of which are risk factors for cardiovascular disease and stroke." She added, "Sleep disorders are common in the general population, and sleep health should be included in clinical risk assessment." 
